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A wave of strikes hit state-owned services in mid- September. Long-distance telephone operations
were interrupted for three days by a telecommunications workers strike, while health workers
simultaneously struck public hospitals and clinics. The work stoppages are in response to ongoing
contract disputes and government plans to privatize state-owned enterprises. Privatizations are
part of President Armando Calderon Sol's economic program announced in February (see NotiSur,
05/18/95).
Though implementation of some parts of the program has been suspended, such as pegging the
national currency to the US dollar, privatization plans have been moving forward. For example,
the administration is currently studying legislative proposals for privatizing the electric power
commission (Comision Ejecutiva Hidroelectrica del Rio Lempa, CEL) and state-owned sugar mills.
But as privatization plans advance, the government is confronted with labor hostility leading
to strikes and demonstrations. In July, government workers, fearing that privatization and the
modernization of state operations will lead to wage cuts and layoffs, struck in the Public Works and
Health Ministries.
On Sept. 10, 6,500 telephone workers struck the government-owned telecommunications system
(Administration Nacional de Telecomunicacion, ANTEL) for the seventh time this year. Samuel
Gonzalez, leader of one of ANTEL's unions Asociacion de Trabajadores de Telecomunicaciones,
(ASTTEL) said the strike was to protest "the wave of firings that has been carried out without any
explanation." Though the immediate purpose of the walkout was to force ANTEL to reinstate 20
workers who were fired in recent weeks, the union's larger goal is to prevent the privatization of
ANTEL.
Union leaders claim that ANTEL president Juan Jose Domenech's policy is to slash the work force
to show more profit and to attract a foreign buyer. For several months ANTEL has been offering
financial inducements to get employees to voluntarily quit their jobs, but the effort so far has
produced meager results. ANTEL unions countered the government's privatization plan with
their own proposal, which they sent to the legislature in March. The proposal is to retain ANTEL
as a public corporation and to increase profits without layoffs. This would be accomplished by
introducing more modern technology, improving worker skills, and plowing profits back into
operations. A legislative committee has promised to hold hearings on the proposal, but to date little
has been heard from the legislature. Another union demand is for Domenech to resign as president
of ANTEL. The unions have brought formal charges against Domenech alleging corruption.
Responding to the rash of strikes, Calderon Sol said there was no reason for the unions to take strike
action. "If there are problems...we must channel all points of view into fruitful dialogue, not into this
kind of sterile confrontation," he said. However, the secretary general of ASTTEL, Wilfredo Barrios,
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said Domenech has refused to discuss the workers legislative proposal. ASTTEL leaders called off
the three-day strike on Sept. 13 as "a gesture of good will," hoping to persuade ANTEL to negotiate
with the unions on their legislative proposal. Meanwhile, on Sept. 10, 7,000 health workers of the
Social Security Institute (Instituto Salvadoreno del Seguro Social, ISSS) began a 24-hour walkout in
an attempt to force management to negotiate a new contract with the unions. The strike shut down
all public clinics and hospitals in the capital except for emergency services.
While management insists that the period for negotiations has expired and wants to send the issue
to arbitration, the unions claim that the mediators from the Labor Ministry who would hear the
dispute favor management's side. The day after the strike began, police fired tear gas and beat
striking workers in a battle to dislodge them from a hospital they had occupied. At least 14 union
members were arrested. The arrests prompted a demonstration outside the court where the union
members were to be arraigned. Oscar Aguilar, secretary general of the ISSS workers unions, said
the strike would continue until the arrested workers are freed and ISSS agrees to negotiations. In
reaction to the violence that has accompanied this and other recent strikes, the Frente Farabundo
Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) asked the government to set up a high-level commission
to examine the problems that lead to social conflict. (Sources: Reuter, 09/06/96, 09/12/95; Agence
France-Presse, 09/09/95, 09/12/95, 09/13/95; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News
Service, 09/13/95; Inter Press Service, 09/13/95)
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